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16 TRANSFORMING THE FISH VALUE CHAIN IN 
BANGLADESH: WHAT A GENDER LENS BRINGS
Froukje Kruijssen,1 Rhiannon Pyburn2 and Nasrin Sultana2
1 WorldFish, 2 Royal Tropical Institute (KIT)
Organizations
WorldFish, KIT
Locations
Species
Methods: Separate-sex focus-group 
discussions in six communities; one 
mixed-sex exercise on gendered 
perceptions
Summary: A pilot on gender-integrated 
value chain assessment using gender-
transformative approaches undertaken 
in the fish chain in south-western 
Bangladesh
Macche-bhate Bangali: “Fish and rice make a Bengali”. This popular saying shows how important fish are in Bangladesh. More than 60% of the animal 
protein consumed in the country comes from fish, and people eat an average of 
more than 300 grams (equivalent to two fish fillets) a week (Belton et al. 2011). 
Fish feature in many customs and festivities too, and they are an important 
source of income for many. 
Fish farming has grown rapidly over the past decade, and now supplies more 
than half of the total fish produced in Bangladesh. The value chain of farmed 
fish has also developed rapidly, but it does not work efficiently: productivity 
is low, and handling and storage are poor, leading to a rapid decline in this 
perishable product. That harms everyone – producers, traders, processers and 
consumers alike – as value is lost along the chain. Women play an important 
role in production and processing, but do little of the marketing and are almost 
entirely absent from the fish-feed industry (see Chapter 17). Whether women 
are able to control the income from their work in the fish chain is an important 
question to answer through gender-integrated value chain assessment.
Fish is farmed in a wide variety of systems: in ponds (both small ones in people’s 
homesteads, and in larger commercial ones), in combination with wetland rice, 
in ghers (coastal ponds used to raise fish with shrimp or prawn), in cages, and 
on seasonal floodplains and other common water bodies. 
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These systems also vary in their production intensity and management 
practices, for example in their use of commercial feed and the number of 
fingerlings released. Homestead (as opposed to commercial) ponds are usually 
close to the homestead and are also used for washing clothes and bathing. 
Commercial ponds vary in size, but can cover 3 hectares or more. Homestead 
farming is where women often play a dominant role, and these systems provide 
an important source of fish-based nutrients for the household and some income 
if there is a surplus.
Many different species of fish are cultured, but here we focus on four: silver 
carp, rohu (another type of carp), tilapia, and mola (a small species). These are 
important in southwestern Bangladesh for the income they provide, and in 
terms of food security and nutrition for producers and consumers alike.
Integrating gender into the value chain assessment
WorldFish did a gender-integrated value chain assessment of the fish value 
chain in southwestern Bangladesh with several aims: to understand how the 
chain works, to identify constraints to participation by poor men and women, 
to investigate how the wider social context affects participation and the benefits 
gained, and to identify opportunities to improve the chain. We wanted to 
uncover the differences in how men and women participate, and the reasons for 
these differences. This will enable us to develop solutions that could address the 
causes of the constraints, rather than the symptoms. We wanted to understand 
the value chain so we could design interventions to improve the chain and find 
opportunities for poor and marginalized women and men. 
Based on many years of working in the region, we recognized that this would 
entail addressing not only technical issues but also social and gender-based 
constraints. How men and women participate in the fish chain depends on 
social and gender norms, their productive and reproductive roles, and their 
access to the assets and resources needed to take advantage of the opportunities 
the chain offers. This results in women being unable to participate to their 
full capacity. As a whole the chain is less productive and provides less value 
in terms of income and nutrition. Here, we focus here only on one part of the 
chain: the fish farmers.
We tested a set of ten social and gender analysis tools for gender-transformative 
value chain development: the “integrated” toolkit described in Chapter 8. We 
used these tools in focus group discussions in six communities in Khulna, 
Bagerhat and Barisal districts with separate groups of male and female fish 
farmers. We selected communities that represented the whole range of variation 
in market access, religion (majority Hindu or Muslim) and production systems. 
The next section highlights some of the results, in particular those that have 
been brought out by the new tools. We focus on the gender division of labour, 
decision making in the chain, relationships, and gender norms and attitudes, 
and gender-based constraints. We then discuss the implications of the findings 
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for our approach to fish value chain 
development.
Gender division of labour in the chain
Women play a major role in producing 
fish in homestead ponds; most of what 
they produce goes to feeding the family 
or is given to friends and relatives. Their 
husbands (or occasionally the women 
themselves) sell any surplus. Women do 
so mainly directly from the pond-side or 
close by in the community, while men 
are more likely to go to auction or retail 
markets, sometime far from the village. 
Women play a more supportive role in 
commercial ponds and ghers: they help 
out with feeding, harvesting, sorting 
and cleaning, especially when men are 
away doing other economic activities. 
These roles are often not recognized and 
are “hidden”; although they invest time and effort, the women do control the 
resulting income. 
Farmers sell their fish through a variety of market channels. The chain has many 
intermediaries, and reaches both rural and urban markets. If they harvest a 
lot of fish, the farmers are more likely to go to a more distant market to get a 
higher price (about 5–10% more in urban markets). Women’s role in marketing 
is quite limited: when they do sell fish it is usually to relatives and sometimes 
to neighbours. In a few places women sell to other rural consumers, and a 
very few occasionally sell to local traders. Men, on the other hand, sell fish to a 
variety of buyers at the farm gate, to retailers and at rural and urban auctions, 
and if they have a lot to sell, to larger urban traders. 
Various factors were brought up to explain this division of labour between 
women and men in the value chains. The respondents shared their views as to 
what the “men’s” and “women’s” jobs in the fish value chain are. For example, 
women with a nursery pond were seen to be doing a “man’s job”. In addition, 
women said they could not participate fully in the value chain because of their 
heavy workloads, especially in the household. Some were afraid of domestic 
violence if they spent time working outside of the household and were not able 
to “look after” their husbands. 
BANGLADESH
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He said, she said: Making sense of opinions 
The field research teams led separate focus-group discussions for women and 
men. In some cases, men and women independently voiced similar opinions, 
whereas in other cases, the issues they brought up were quite different. 
Decision making
Decision-making practices about key issues related to the value chain varied 
between sites. In more liberal communities, husbands and wives both said they 
shared decision making, while in more conservative locations both indicated 
that men led the decisions about fish production and sales. Some men they felt 
their wives did not have the skills and knowledge needed to make decisions 
about fish production and marketing and the use of equipment, land and other 
resources. Decision making power among women was also related to changing 
levels of influence with other family members: newly married women especially 
said they needed permission from their mothers-in-law to sell fish or spend the 
cash they earned. Some wives were unwilling to challenge their husband’s or 
in-law’s decisions, thereby maintaining their lack of decision making power. 
Relationships
We asked the men and women to indicate “enablers” (the people who helped 
them do their work in the value chain), and “blockers” (those who made it 
difficult for them to work in the value chain). Interestingly, when asked to vote 
for those who enabled or blocked the most, both men and women mentioned 
the same people; we might have expected women to mention different types 
of people, especially in the household. Hatchery owners and fingerling sellers 
appeared among the top three blockers named by most of the focus groups. 
They are seen as key to successful fish farming, but some are regarded as 
dishonest and as selling bad-quality fish seed. Women spoke a lot about the 
fear of being “cheated” preventing them from participating in the chain; men 
seem to face the same problems but do not express this fear. 
Table 16.1 Opinions of major constraints in fish value chains 
Men only Both men and women Women only
Lack of access to credit
Lack of contact with exten-
sion officers
Lack of support from gov-
ernment, NGOs, and other 
organization
Lack of capital to invest
Lack of training/knowledge/
skills
Limited water availability
Poor fingerling availability
Poor fingerling quality
Theft
Bad roads and poor transport
Fish diseases
Lack of feed
Lack of personal security
Poor water quality
Flooding (due to heavy 
rainfall)
Social barriers
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Gender norms and attitudes
Many women said that other people would disapprove if they were to work 
at ponds far from their homes, or if they were to go to markets and sell fish to 
strangers. They told us that their husbands, some community members and 
older women within and outside the household would “speak ill” of them, or 
that people would mock them by saying that their husbands were unable to 
support their family. They saw fishpond work as a risk to their social status. 
Men also feared criticism from people in their surroundings. Some said people 
would make fun of them if they let their wives go to the market or work at a 
pond away from the house. Women who did not have a man in the household 
(widows, or those whose husbands had gone in search of work elsewhere) were 
afforded more flexibility. Women also felt their mobility was limited in other 
areas, such as their freedom to attend training or seek education outside the 
community. Religion was often cited as the main reason for this limited mobility. 
Some of the men in the focus groups thought women did not have the skills 
or knowledge needed to buy inputs, decide where and how to sell fish, or 
negotiate prices. Some said that traders would cheat women easily – a feeling 
women themselves shared. But some women said this might change if they 
could develop their skills and confidence. 
The lack of mobility seems to prevent this: many women said they could not 
attend trainings – even sessions only for women – because society frowned 
on their being mobile. Some, especially younger women, said they needed 
permission from their mother- or father-in-law, husband or son, or else would 
face punishment. They also felt constrained if they could not find anyone to 
take over care of small children, or if a family member fell ill. In one group, 
someone said that the training was provided by “Christian money” as a way 
to evangelize: another reason not to attend. 
Constraints
When it came to talking about and prioritizing constraints, the men and women 
agreed on many issues. But we also noted many differences in the constraints 
they mentioned or thought were important (Table 16.1).
Clearly it paid off to ask men and women separately what they think of value 
chain issues, as their opinions and perspectives often differ. The social analysis 
and gender tool we used revealed these differences. 
A combined technology/gender experiment 
The results of this study show that on their own, new technologies or improved 
practices will not necessarily improve the lot of women, because of the power 
dynamics at play in the community and household. Likewise, our work 
elsewhere in Bangladesh has shown that it is not usually very effective to try 
115
Part 3 Gender analysis in value-chain research
to address gender norms and attitudes, shift decision-making processes, or 
work on entitlement and self-recognition by themselves. We find that the best 
approach is to work on a technical or institutional intervention in combination 
with a “gender transformative” intervention. 
An example is WorldFish’s current experimentation in a project called 
“Aquaculture for Income and Nutrition”. We have developed a “gender 
accommodative” intervention: a new type of net that women can use to harvest 
small mola fish without getting wet. The nets increase the harvest of mola, a 
fish high in Vitamin A, zinc and other micro-nutrients, so improve the family’s 
diet. We have given 155 women such nets and taught them how to use them. 
Linked to this intervention, about half of the households are attending gender 
awareness exercises, based on tools developed by Hellen Keller International. 
These tools spark discussion between husbands and wives, as well with other 
important people. Pairs of gender extension facilitators (one man, one woman) 
work together on this. We will also work with community leaders to increase 
the acceptance of women using particular harvesting techniques. We will 
measure the effectiveness of the nets on household nutrition by comparing 
groups with and without the nets; at the same time we will measure the effects 
on the empowerment exercises by comparing groups with and without the 
gender awareness activities. 
We also plan to encourage some of the more mobile women to start providing 
inputs and services or to start trading in fish, buying from women at their 
homestead ponds. This takes advantage of the “positive deviants”, those 
women who already do something outside of pervasive gender norms, and 
whose activities are accepted socially because, for example, there is no man 
in their household. 
An approach that links a technical or institutional intervention in combination 
with a “gender transformative” intervention will have to be different depending 
on the situation and the issues we are trying to address. However, it will 
usually include activities that involve both women and men, and often other 
key influencers as well, such as mothers-in-law and community leaders. 
Situating the research
This project contributes to the overall gender-integrated research question on how 
gender inequality affects the design and delivery of technological and institutional 
solutions in aquaculture. It examines the gender norms that frame, facilitate and 
constrain women’s participation in fish value chains in southwestern Bangladesh, as 
well as seeking to understand who the enablers and blockers in different communities 
are when it comes to women’s engagement. The research also looks at the gender 
division of labour, shedding light on how “solutions” can be best designed to meet the 
users’ needs and preferences. The study does not directly address how technological 
and institutional solutions affect gender relations.
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• This study collects date about socio-economic differences between women and 
men from women and men. 
• Gender analysis involved looking at the following dimensions: the gender 
division of labour – what women and men do in fish production and further 
along the chain; decision-making on value chain questions in the household 
and in the value chain; value chain relationships, specifically the “enablers” 
and “blockers” in value chain participation; gender norms, attitudes and 
perceptions including what is seen as “women’s” or “men’s” work and how 
this has changed over time; and social and gender-based constraints to value 
chain participation.
• This research paid attention to 
differences in religion (Hindu/
Muslim), variations in market access 
and kind of production systems 
in community selection. Though 
not explicit in the chapter write-
up, it also paid attention to age 
and wealth (income levels)  of 
women and men in the focus-group 
discussions. The research used gender-
transformative tools in tandem with 
the value chain assessment tools to 
stimulate discussion on change among 
community participants to support 
the design of interventions that both 
improve the aquaculture chains and 
contribute to gender equality.
“It’s frowned upon if women are 
seen at the marketplace, so they 
cannot go out and sell their own 
fish, except at the homestead pond 
to their neighbours or relatives. It 
depends on the social context of the 
particular community. In some 
communities women are a bit more 
mobile than in others, but generally 
women feel that other people would 
speak ill of them if they go to the 
market.”
Froukje Kruijssen 
Scientist – markets and trade, WorldFish
https://youtu.be/
SqrHbYK4Ki0
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